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Methods of Evaluating Correctional

Programs: A Review of the Literature
JENNIFER A. BELL*

1. Introduction

IN RECENT literature on criminology and penology there have been many
attacks on the lack and inadequacy of evaluation of correctional pro
grams. Most writers agree on the need for evaluation on a scientific
basis; Waldo (1971) states that informal evaluation such as opinions and
impressions of people involved can be very misleading since such impres
sions may ·differ quite radically from reality.

•However, while the need for adequate evaluation may be obvious
(Champagne, 1968), there is considerable disparity in the various sug
gestions of the best ways to apply evaluation techniques in the correctional
setting. This paper will attempt to provide an integrated view of the
theoretical possibilities for these evaluation techniques.

Although there does not appear to be a shortage of literature of a
theoretical nature, there is a lack of knowledge on the practicalities of
applying the suggested techniques. It is possible that there are many
serious limitations to such applications; but until more evaluative research
is carried out, the extent of the limitations is not known.

2. Theories ot Criminal Behaviour

According to Nelson and Richardson (1971), complete theories of
treatment, and thus evaluation of treatment, cannot be formulated with
out adequate theories of the psychological and cultural causes of criminal
behaviour. Morris and Hawkins (1971) dispute this emphasis on etiological
investigation, claiming that the field is completely confused at present,
and further research at this point would only increase the confusion.
There would be little practical value in such work.

It is, of course, possible to find and implement valuable methods of
treatment despite lack of causation theories, as has occurred, for example,
in the field of psychopathology. The pressing need for effective forms
of treatment in correctional agencies cannot allow for the delay in formu
lation of such theories.

However, it is possible that some current theories of criminal or deviant
behaviour may provide viable hypotheses for effective treatments or other
action. For example, Wilkins' "Deviation Amplifying System" theory
(1964) suggests some possible social actions which could minimise deviant
behaviour. The possibilities of this theory will be discussed with reference
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to the systems analysis, research model, in the next section. Dean (l~tjB)

related parole success to two theoretical constructs, as well as the usual
ractual variables. However, there appears to be little other work along
these lines.

3. Research Models for Correctional Ev,aluation

Various models have been recommended for use in correctional evalua
tion; but not enough use has been made of them to fully assess their
practical worth. The various conjectured difficulties in application will
be outlined in section six.

The most precise method of evaluation would involve the use of one
of the forms of experimental design. The random group design has been
.suggested as one possibility; i.e., random assignment of subjects in a
common population to an experimental group receiving the treatment
being evaluated, and a control group receiving "no" treatment. Any
difference between the groups after the program is completed is thus
assumed to be due to the experimental treatment because random sampling
has precluded any other difference between groups prior to the program.
An example of the use of random assignments is the California Youth
Authority's Community treatment for delinquents (Warren, Palmer, et. ale
1966) in which offenders were randomly assigned to ordinary or a special
experimental parole. The California Department of Corrections work
unit program also used random assignment of offenders (but not com
pletely random) to different intensities of parole supervision (Bull, Fowler,
Painter and Burkhart, 1967).

Another possibility is the matched groups design. In this design
possible confounding variables are controlled by matching the experi
mental and control groups on these variables, so that again, any difference
between groups could only be due to the experimental programs. (Gara
bedian, 1971; Gottfredson, 1971; Morris and Hawkins, 1971). Miller (1970)
attempted to use a matching design to control for sampling bias which
had obviously occurred. However, this was not successful, as it was possible
only with two out of three groups. Dean (1968) also used matching for
parole groups - success and failure groups; although the matching was
done after the groups had been chosen.

Two more research models which have been suggested are systems
analysis and prediction research. Systems analysis is aimed at the social
instituttons or agencies which deal with crime and correction rather than
the individuals passing through the institutions or agencies. According
to Morris and Hawkins (1971), model systems could be used to 'Conduct
simulated experiments on how the real systems might be better organised
and operated, For example, Wilkirls' Deviation Amplifying System (supra)
suggests that modifications could be made to the social system in the
direction of toleration to more deviation, this would lead to individuals
behaving less deviantly. In this type of research, information is obtained
both on the way the system should operate, and the way it does operate.

Prediction research uses estimation of the outcome of the program
being evaluated to assess the actual outcome. Empirical predlctton tables
or prediction equations may be used. The expected outcome dertvedsfrom
these procedures can then be compared with the actual result of the
program (Wilkins, 1964, p 212, Wilkins, 1969). Some examples of the use
of prediction research are discussed below.
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4. Defining Problems and Their Priority
Problems a social agency are investigating must be defined so as to

make some form of scientific evaluation possible. Questions which reveal
the nature of the problem include: Will the problem exist in the same
way in the future? Will the intensity change over time? Are some parts
of the problem more important than others? (and therefore should be
acted upon first), (Wilkins, 1964, p 140).

According to Wilkins (1964, P 179), such defining procedures may
well take place before the problem reaches the research team. This is
because the general obiectives of the agency and the priority of action is
decided at an administrative level.

In deciding prlorrty of action use may be made of general accounting
statistics. Figures such as recidivism rates, and offence rates for certain
populations, can be used to gauge the extent and severity of the problem.
However, it should be noted that such figures are static and thus do not
indicate the important time trends which may take place. The evaluative
research itself should have inbuilt conditions for change.

5. Goals and Criteria
An explicit statement of the goals (aims) of a program are necessary

before it can be evaluated. The administrative goals of the agency
expressed as end-states should be used to derive sub-goals delegated to
each level of the organisation, (California, Department of Corrections,
1968). These sub-goals are means of obtaining the general aim or goal
of the agency.

This is in order to be able to fit the problem into the model to be
used for evaluation. Once the predictions of the program have been
explicitly stated as hypotheses, it is necessary to consider the necessity
for having criteria against which achieved changed may be measured.
The ultimate criterion of a correctional agency is likely to be something
such as successful rehabilitation and reintegration into the community
for the inmate. But such a concept is multidimensional and so cannot
be assessed by anyone measure. One has to look at indices related to the
ultimate criterion, i.e., intermediate criteria which seem to predict the
ultimate criterion.

Examples might be getting a job on release and keeping the job for
several months. The problem is how well the intermediate factors predict
the ultimate one. Immediate success does not necessarily mean long
range success; and may be quite misleading (Champagne, 1968; Robinson
and Smith, 1971). The criterion of recidivism rate is regarded by Cham
pagne as unsatisfactory because it is multidimensional and may be affected
by factors not connected with the program under evaluation.

Thus goals and criteria must become increasingly specific so that the
program becomes oriented to a system of rigorous measurement - by the
time the program reaches the criterion stage, language should become
(as near as possible) measurement, (Wilkins, 1964, p 180).

6. Application of the Research Models
Any limiting factors must be considered (e.g., resources available)

before research begins.
As mentioned previously, some of the aims (sub-goals) of the program

or project are the ends of some sections of the project, but only means
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to the final goal. For example, if the goal was to reduce juvenile
delinquency, one aim might be to improve reading ability, but this is a
means of achieving the final goal. Evaluation assesses the adequacy of
the means in achieving the goal. It is therefore useful to state the evidence
for the assumption of the effectiveness of the experimental program
(SUb-goal) .

There are several factors which must be considered before deciding
how to assess the effect of the program. Should assessment include both
short and long term effects? According to Wilkins (1964, p 193), long
term assessment, being both costly and difflcult, is not worthwhile. The
claim to significance of long term effects is dubious anyway, especially
if the program involves learning. Although practical limitations may
preclude long term assessment, Champagne (1968, P 117) cautions that
the short" term effects may not be the same as long term effects; and
therefore should be interpreted with caution.

Assessment must also take into account the modifications (probably
uncontrollable) which will occur during a program. The potential and
expected effects of the modifications must be specified in detail so that
the ,difference between the original plan and the final action can be
assessed.

Reducing the general aims of an agency or project to specific objectives
can be very difficult; especially since it is usually necessary to obtain some
form of consensus. Wilkins (1964, p 196) discusses four types of research
method which can be used to derive specific objectives or criteria from
general statements: rating scales; concordance measures re.s., the co
efficient of concordance, Kendall, 1948); the Q-sort; and semantic differen
tial. The rating and concordance measures are the simplest to apply.
The co-efficient of concordance can, for example, measure degree of
communication achieved between persons. This involves rank ordering
of statements, and a high value co-efficient means all assessors are apply
ing a similar standard of assessment. If so, items can be selected as
objectives which have the highest levels of agreement.

Disagreement between assessors may often only be due to different
interpretation of terms. In this case the semantic differential can be
used to locate terms on the different dimensions which may be used
by different assessors.. Then, if necessary, a more specific terminology
can be sought.

The' Q-sort is used for the same sorts of problems as rating scales;
the subject being given a vocabulary with which he can describe attitudes,
self-concepts, or other hypothetical states, conditions or persons. One
advantage of the Q-sort is that the results can be quantified, (Sarason,
1966) .

Practical problems also arise with the application of the research
models discussed earlier, particularly in the handling of uncontrolled
variables. In the random assignment design, selection biases are likely
to confound the experimental effects, e.g., an individual may be chosen
for the experimental group because he is a good risk. The "ethics" of
random assignment may be doubtful, especially with programs involving
treatment, although Waldo (1971) considers that the present system may
be worse than random assignment. In this' type of design, anyway, it is
often the case that the control doesn't really get "no" treatment. This
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makes evaluation of the experimental treatment even more difficult.
Experimental programs may also have drastic effects on whole institution
in which they take place (Morris and Hawkins, 1971).

Wilkins (1964, Appendix 1) raises many objections to the use of the
matching design in correctional evaluation. Making inferences outside
the experimental situation may be very dubious, and there is usually
not enough information about the variables in the situation to apply
the method successfully. Also regression toward the mean may occur,
since the population is restricted by the matching variables. The best
solution may be to define the population by means of some input system
outside the control of the experimenter, e.g., all persons admitted as in
need of some form of therapy. The examples of matching design men
tioned earlier in the paper (see page 3) did not successfully overcome
these problems.

There does not appear to have been much investigation of the practical
application of systems analysis to correctional evaluation. However, Klein
and Kobrin (1971) have suggested a method which uses "systems rates"
as an evaluative measure. They consider the criminal justice system in
its .broadest sense: i.e., including the community and its agencies (e.g.,
schools) as well as the policy, courts and correctional institutions and
agencies. The systems approach should not only assess effectiveness of
the system components and combinations, it should also suggest new
areas for investigation and/or action; measure the impact of change on
the system; and can be used -as a basis for system simulation. The actual
system rates to be used are community absorption, apprehension, pro
cessing, release, re-absorption and recidivism. Methods for measuring
the systems rates are outlined, e.g., a type of victim survey is suggested.
Also, methods of measuring changes in systems rates are discussed. This
model therefore provides a detailed evaluative technique, which, if put
into action, could have far-reaching effects. However, precise and uniform
records and statistics are necessary throughout the whole system for this
type of exercise.

Prediction research has been one of the most widely used evaluation
techniques in the correctional field. Parole outcome, in particular, has
been subjected to this type of analysis by agencies in California, England,
Washington, and Florida. Methods used have included both multiple
regression and configural analysis. Babst, Gottfredson and Ballard (1968),
in comparing the two methods, found the results achieved were similar
(i.e., led to similar base expectancy tables). Each has its advantages:
multiple regression provides more flexibility in choosing cut off scores,
but configural analysis provides more predictive- power for sub-groups of
the sample. Also configural analysis tables are more readily understood
by non-mathematicians, which would mean easier and greater use by a
wider range of correctional agents. Babst, et. ale (1968) suggest a com
bination of the two methods would give the best results.

Perhaps the most important implication of this prediction parole research
is the development of relatively homogeneous sub-groups of individuals
with different predictive values. The sub-group criteria may be different
treatments or other evaluative variables; e.g., Gottfredson and Ballard
(1967), Ciale, Laindreville, Elie, Fattah, Perron and Shuster (1968).

Dean (1968) has looked at the relationship between two theoretical
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constructs and parole outcome. The two constructs, parolee identification
with criminal others, and a measure of orientation to a criminal means
of problem solving, were significantly correlated with parole outcome.
Only one other variable: length of criminal record, had a higher corre
lation with parole outcome.

However, while this research is an important innovation there has
not been much use ·of predictive techniques to evaluate correctional
methods other than parole. This is possibly because the criterion for
parole success or failure (e.g., in terms of re-offence) is easier to measure
than for correctional programs. Also according to Wilkins (1969) there
have been few attempts to validate expectancy tables to determine resultant
errors in prediction. This is essential to establish the value of prediction
methods.

Wilkins (1964, p 220), after discussing these various techniques, recom
mends a research strategy with several independent measurement methods.
Validity may be assessed by measures from different disciplines, and re
liability by cross analysis from two or more evaluation techniques.

There are still two problems which evaluation attempts may encounter.
One such problem concerns selection of target areas. Usually, one is
looking for an area where the problem under investigation is concentrated.
This would mean, however, that the specific target results could not be
used as a basis for generalisation.

Wilkins (1964, Appendix 1), suggests a method for selecting target
areas similar to regression matching. The extent of the social problem
is predicted in terms of associated factors; the observed problem is then
compared with the prediction. Selection of target and similar control
areas can be made in terms of high incidence of the problem areas with
a typical pattern of associated factors. A similar predictive method can
then be used to examine the effect of the test project on the social prob
lem. With this method, there is an important degree of control over
factors which may change with time; it is possible to compare predicted
with observed effects of such change.

Finally, there are likely to be difficulties with contamination of criteria.
The results of an experimental program may consist of the expected (I.e.,
directly related) effects and bonus (indirect) effects. Individual - social
organisation interaction may indirectly contribute to the results: e.g.,
an inmate may be treated differently by others in a prison if he is partici
pating in an experimental program. Therefore, it would be necessary
to have a descriptive analysis of the organisations involved in the target
population so that this interaction can be examined. Measurement and
criteria for both the organisations and individuals should then be used.
(Wilkins, 1964, p 221.)

7. Measurement

Once the problems outlined in the preceding section have been over
come, ways of measuring the effect of the experimental program must
be worked out. One must be able to describe the social action producing,
or associated with, the program effect, continuously throughout the dura
tion of the program. This provides some check on whether, and how, the
treatment or program changes. .
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Selection of measurement instruments will depend on what type of
information is required, e.g., opinions, actions (behaviour) or derived
measures (cost, payoff). There are a number of ways by which the data
may become invalid; sources of bias, the adequacy of the sample, and
appropriateness of the measurement to the problem should all be examined
(Wilkins, 1964, Ch. 9).

Measures of action (or behaviour) may use methods such as time
intercept or location sampling for observing behaviour. Time-intercept
has the advantage of not giving individuals (subjects) time to adjust
their behaviour. Unfortunately, these types of measures are very difficult
to use, especially within an evaluative correctional program, and do not
appear to have been attempted yet.

Opinion and/or attitude measurement has been used in several studies,
however. For example, Wheeler (1969) studied socialisation within cor
rectional institutions; specifically, the formation of anti-staff society. He
used detailed analysis of the inmates' feelings and experiences from inter
views on arrival, in the middle of sentence, just before release, and a few
months later. The interviews were largely concerned with the inmates'
changing attitudes to the effect of staying in an institution on themselves.
Glaser and Stratton (1966), in a similar study, measured the extent to
which inmates agreed with reformatory staff in response to hypotheticai
value conflict systems in prison. Eyon, Allen and Reckless (1971) went a
step further, and compared inmate (juveniles) self-perception with staff
perception of institutional impact on the inmates. Unfortunately, there
was little agreement between these sources of opinion; and since there
were no objective behavioural measures taken, respective validity of the
two sources could not be assessed.

The use of change in opinion or attitude in evaluation has thus been
criticised because such change may not necessarily be followed by a similar
change in action or behaviour, (Wilkins, 1964; Waldo, 1971). Holt and
Renteria (1968) attempted to overcome this problem in evaluating a pre
release educational program. They used a questionnaire covering both
attitudes of inmates and inmate knowledge both before and after the pro
gram, and also an objective test to assess the effects of the program. Neither
attitudes or information showed much difference before and after the
course. Therefore, attitude and opinion type measures can be useful in
indicating the nature of perception of the program and in providing an
intervening variable between action and outcome.

8. Derived Measurement

Derived measurement enables one to examine the priorities of projects;
for example, a comparison in savings of social costs from different services
or agencies. It may be important to know ways, in which money saved
in one direction is applied in others. Thus, derived measures are con
cerned with gross effects, i.e., of a whole system, and not with the nature
of changes within the system (Wilkins, 1964, p 248).

It has recently been suggested that economic models could be used
to examine the cost of crime and corrections (Hann, 1972). For example,
various agencies and institutions can be compared for cost effectiveness:
if there is no difference between them on treatment/correctional criteria,
then economic pay-off can be used as a basis for administrative decisions.
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Richmond (1972) has looked at ways of measuring the cost of cor
rectional services. A survey by the National Council on Crime and
Delinquency was based on daily costs for juveniles and adults in various
types of institutions and agencies. Another possibility is the "cost of a
criminal career" approach, i.e., estimated daily average costs per case,
applled to a hypothetical offender. This could cover known or estimated
costs for various programs, services and procedures involved.

Cost-effectiveness can be used within the goal or objective oriented
evaluation approach. After existing costs have been analysed, resources
must be identified and the feasibility of their application to various aspects
of the correctional services must be examined. In this way, priority
decisions or choices can be made. Finally, costs must be compared with
the outcome (effectiveness) of the programs. This focuses attention on
the benefits to the offender and society, in terms of total investments
made,

9. Conclusion

This review of the literature suggests certain recommendations for
the operation of correctional research and program evaluation.

1. Since correctional research involves a wide range of scientific
disciplines, researchers qualified in these areas are needed: criminology,
law, economics, statistics/computer programming, psychology/
psychiatry, and sociology/anthropology.

2. Correctional agencies must have adequate records and general
statistics; to enable cost-effectiveness assessment, to assist in decisions
on project priorities and evaluation, and to enable some form of
systems analysis.

3. An explicit statement of agency objectives is necessary so that pro
gram implementation and evaluation can be derived from these
objectives, and thus be compatible with agency policy. It can also
be useful for defining criteria for program evaluation.

4. Use must be made of the scientific research models outlined in this
paper, for correctional evaluation. Although it seems possible that
there are many Iimttattons to their use, these limitations still must
be Investigated,

SUMMARY

Literature dealing with evaluation of correctional procedures and pro
grams is reviewed. Research models which have been used or suggested
for use in the area are outlined and examples of usage are given. General
steps an agency should take in preparation for evaluation are outlined,
i.e., defining problems, assigning priority, and stating goals of programs.
Actually applying the research models within the correctional field can
lead to many practical diftlculties. These problems are discussed and
possible solutions are suggested. A final section mentions some of the
measurement techniques which can be used for correctional evaluation.
'Some general recommendations for the operation of correctional research
are suggested in conclusion.
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